
 

What happens when effort is praised in the online classroom? 

Carmen Sullivan 

 

Rationale 

Uncovering innovative ways to motivate pupils is an ongoing conversation in education. And so, in 
an unfamiliar period of online learning, pupil engagement was an unavoidable challenge. While 
pupils were working from home, I was striving to keep them motivated so their learning did not 
suffer and so using Dweck’s (2007) theory of praising effort to motivate and raise achievement 
seemed even more appropriate than ever before. 

Dweck’s (1999) theory is based around the idea of learners having a fixed or growth mind set. It is 
argued those with a growth mind set, in which they believe their intelligence and skill can be 
continuously improved, often outperform those who believe that intelligence is fixed. She also 
discusses how praising effort helps pupils to achieve this growth mind set and so being more 
confident and motivated. Blackburn (2014) also argues that when we praise pupils for intelligence 
only, they start to put forth less effort.  

As a group, we knew that motivating pupils from home would be difficult and we wanted to 
investigate whether praising effort rather than quality and ability would have an impact on 
motivation and engagement. 

 

Aim 

The aim of this enquiry was to assess how praising effort in the online classroom impacted pupils’ 
motivation and engagement.  

 

Methodology 

This enquiry was conducted with a mixed ability S4 National 5 class over a five-week period. Effort 
was praised using a variety of methods each week and evidence was gathered by tracking online 
engagement, marking pupils’ work, observing pupils’ communications on the MS Teams page or 
through email, and pupils’ reflections on the impact of praise on their motivation and engagement. 

In week one of the enquiry, a general praise message was posted to all pupils to thank them for their 
effort during a difficult time of online learning. 

In week two, pupils who had submitted any work no matter the quality or consistency were praised 
for their effort using the praise function on MS Teams. Each pupil was tagged in the post, meaning 
everyone in the class was able to see who was being praised for their effort. 

In week three, positive referral emails were sent home to parents of pupils that had submitted every 
assignment to date. Also, the praise function was used again to praise the effort of pupils who had 
signed up to a revision website. 

In week four, individual ‘Online Learning Endeavour’ certificates were sent to pupil who had started 
to hand in assignments or who had handed most assignments in. This was sent to their school email 
address and so no other pupils would be aware of who was receiving them. 



 

In the final week of the enquiry, pupils were asked to reflect on the impact of praise for effort by 
filling in a MS Form. Pupils had the choice of opting out of answering any questions they did not 
want to answer. Questions were as follows: 

1. How do you feel when you receive praise from your teacher? Proud, good, embarrassed or 
nothing. 

2. Do you think you work harder when you receive praise from your teacher? Yes or no. 
3. What type of praise do you prefer from your teacher during online learning? Individual 

praise (positive referral, emails, feedback), praise via Teams (publicly on Teams channel, 
praise function on channel) or both. 

4. When you see other pupils receiving praise online, does it encourage you to work harder? 
Yes, no or sometimes. 

5. Do you have any other comments on the use of praise? Yes, I will email you or no. 

 

Findings 

The findings of this enquiry show that praising pupils for effort had an overall positive effect on 
pupils’ confidence Those who had received praise were more comfortable with asking questions 
about work on the Teams channel and through email. Many pupils showed thanks for the praise 
certificates and one pupil explicitly commented in an email that it helped with their confidence in 
English.  

For the pupils that were continuously submitting assignments, it was noted that their quality of work 
started to improve after they had received praise for their effort.  

The data from the questionnaire in week five is below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The results of this questionnaire revealed that more pupils made positive statements over neutral or 
negative comments when responding to praise. Seven pupils stated that praise makes them feel 
proud or good, whereas only one pupil said it made them feel embarrassed. Furthermore, more 
pupils felt praise made them work harder and only one pupil said that seeing other pupils being 
praised did not make them work harder. In terms of the kind of praise that pupils like, it was noted 
that pupils prefer when praise is more private.  

The number of pupils submitting work did increase when praise was implemented. The week before 
starting the enquiry, ten pupils submitted work. The following week, sixteen pupils submitted work, 
then twelve, then fifteen and then sixteen the final week. However, praising other pupils did not 
motivate the pupils who had not engaged at all with online learning.  

 

Conclusions 

The main conclusions drawn from this enquiry have been that pupils are mostly positively impacted 
by praise for effort. Praising effort in the online classroom makes pupils feel proud and more 
confident. It has also motivated pupils to keep up with their work. However, it can be noted that this 
praise has more of an impact on the pupil when given to them directly rather than pupils reacting 
positively because they have seen others being praised. Furthermore, this enquiry has shown that 
most pupils prefer private forms of praise in the online classroom compared with public praise for 
other pupils to see.  

As this enquiry was carried out during a difficult time of a global pandemic, it should be recognised 
that there many have been other factors that contribute to pupils not submitting work rather than 
just demotivation.  

 

 



 

Implications for Future 

Carrying out this enquiry has helped me to better understand the pupils in my classroom as it has 
shown me how much pupils appreciate praise and how it affects their confidence and motivation. It 
has also made me more aware that some pupils prefer private praise over public praise. Praising 
pupils’ effort has also helped me to maintain the positive relationships I have with my pupils despite 
not having face-to-face contact with them. 

Despite this being a small-scale enquiry, I have gained new knowledge and skills that I can continue 
to develop in future. When we return to the classroom, I will continue to praise pupil effort and so I 
will have to change some of the ways that pupils are praised so that it suits the physical classroom. 
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